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Palm Sunday
Lectionary Readings

mercy community church
Sunday, March 12th
John 3:1-17

Reflection—v.16, for God so loved the world.
Psalm 118:1-2,
19-29

Matthew 21:1-11
Isaiah 50:4-9a

Psalm 31:9-16

Philippians 2:5-11
Matthew 26:1427:66
47

In his clandestine meeting with Nicodemus, Jesus says a lot of really confusing things.
He uses a lot of metaphors and descriptions of water and spirit and being born from
above. It’s a bit perplexing (don’t worry; Nicodemus struggled with it, too). But the
one bold, unconfounding message of this dialogue is when Jesus asserts that God did
not send him to condemn, but in fact sent him because God loved the world so much.
Maybe it is both the simplicity and incredible reassurance of this statement that makes
it such a popular verse. But if God loving the world is so easy to comprehend, why then
do we find it so difficult to live this way? We do not act like we believe God loves the
world. Sometimes we act like God loves America, but the world? Not so much. Other
times we can trust that God loves Christians, but the Muslim world? They’re definitely
out. Sometimes we can even decide that God loves our political party, but those other
people? How could God? It’s simple. God so loved the world. The whole world. In
those moments when we’re feeling confused like Nicodemus, and we’re not sure how
to be a Christian in the midst of everything we experience, remember that this part is
simple: God loves the world, do the same.
Prayer God, thank you for loving us beyond our comprehension. Continue to remind
us that you love us, that we are loved, and that we are called to love one another.
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Getting Started

In our community, we practice an ancient style of prayer and Bible study
called Lectio Divina. Through this practice, we read the Scriptures multiple times together when we study. The first time through, we notice what word stands out to us. The second time through, we attend
to what phrase strikes us, and the third time, we ask ourselves what
God might be calling us to do. For this Lenten season, we have compiled a number of Lectio-style reflections to share with you, taken from
the lectionary passages for the Sundays and festival days of the season.

Chad Hyatt
p . 3-6, 24-30, 48-52

Maggie Leonard
p. 8-14, 32-46, 54-60

We suggest you begin your daily devotion with a short prayer, simply
and honestly asking God to speak to you for the day. Then read the text
for the day before reading the reflection. Allow the reflection itself to
serve as a voice from the wider community, as you prayerfully consider
what God is saying to you. The prayer at the end of each reflection could
be used to call to mind God’s presence with you throughout the day.
We hope this little offering might help deepen your own practice
of prayer and reflection as you prepare for Good Friday and Easter.
Brittany Fiscus-van Rossum
p. 16-22
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Monday, March 13th

Saturday, April 8th

John 3:1-17

John 11:1-45

Reflection—v. 8, you hear the sound of it, but you do not know
where it comes from.
After participating in the Women’s March in Atlanta, what Jesus says about the power
and work of the spirit struck me in a new way. Jesus says that those born of the spirit
are like the wind. You cannot see it, and you don’t know where it’s coming from or
where it’s going, but you can hear it. I would add that you can feel it. Before the march,
I had been feeling pretty hopeless about a lot of situations. From my perspective, it
seemed that the hearts of those living within our country no longer cared about the
marginalized, the immigrants, those living on the streets, women, Muslims… I began
to feel small, inconsequential, and insufficient for change. Even as I knew it was not
true, I began to feel alone in my convictions. Upon arriving at the march that day I
realized I was surrounded by hopeful, eager, and inspired people. Where did they all
come from? How were there so many of us who cared about these issues? I did not
know how it all came together or why as individuals so many people joined together
that day in one hopeful voice, but I could hear it, and I could feel it, and I knew that
the Spirit was at work.

Prayer God of new birth and new hope, help us to live as those born of the spirit.
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Reflection— v. 41, they removed the stone
Here’s the storyline as I’m reading it today—Lazarus was ill, things kept getting worse
until he hit rock bottom. His friends and family saw his struggle and their hearts broke.
With the help of God, new life was offered! But there was a rock in the way. Do his
friends write him off as lost forever or do they move the rock? Sometimes there are
real barriers in our way to healthy living, barriers that were placed there by someone
else. It can take a whole community to remove those barriers. As Christian community, we trust in the power of God, value the empowerment of the individual, and
know that we are called to look past our own self-interest and gather together as a
community to help others. In particular, we gather to help the most vulnerable in
our community—those without resources or power within our society. Can we take
seriously those who tell us that our systems are hurting them? Do we believe those
who tell us that they are oppressed? Can we see the advantages that some have over
others? Who do we dismiss? Who do we help? Who do we stand with? Can we keep
our hearts open and help those who are asking for it, or for us to stand with them as
they help themselves?

Prayer God, help us to see the stones in our community. Help us have the wisdom, strength, power, and numbers to remove them.

46

PATIENT TRUST

by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, SJ
Above all, trust in the slow work of God.
We are quite naturally impatient in everything to reach the end without delay.
We should like to skip the intermediate stages.
We are impatient of being on the way to something unknown, something new.
And yet it is the law of all progress that it is made by passing through
some stages of instability—and that it may take a very long time.
And so I think it is with you;
your ideas mature gradually—let them grow,
let them shape themselves, without undue haste.
Don’t try to force them on, as though you could be today what time
(that is to say, grace and circumstances acting on your own good will)
will make of you tomorrow.
Only God could say what this new spirit gradually forming within you will be.
Give our Lord the benefit of believing that his hand is leading you,
and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself in suspense and incomplete.

Ash Wednesday
Lectionary Readings
Joel 2:1-2, 12-17
Psalm 51:1-17

2 Corinthians
5:20b-6:10
Matthew 6:1-6,
16-21
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Friday, April 7th

Tuesday, March 14th

John 11:1-45

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17

Reflection—v. 39, Lord, the smell will be awful! He’s been dead
four days.
If there was ever any doubt that Lazarus was truly dead, perhaps he was asleep, his
smell would satisfy the strongest of skeptics. Smell is an unmistakable sign of death.
How much more incredible is resurrection when we know that it came from death?
Have you ever witnessed a someone who was in a really bad place, experiencing their
own death, a separation from love? Someone who was really struggling with their
circumstances—grieving the loss of a loved one, divorce or a break-up, depression,
job loss, or transitions. Can you name what it was that helped you to see that person’s
struggle? What are the tell-tale signs of your own suffering, your own death? Perhaps
you, or they, become more controlling, fearful, judgmental, needy, negative, or selfcentered. Perhaps you compromise your value system or drink more. Perhaps you isolate yourself. Perhaps you can’t be alone. Perhaps everyone around you seems more
negative (read: projection). Perhaps your mind is racing, you can’t sleep, or you have
trouble seeing your own value. Those feelings do not last forever, but we do have to
be gentle with ourselves and those who suffer when we see it. In moments of despair,
God cries with us and moves us back toward abundant life. Resurrection is possible!
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Prayer Jesus, you cry when we are separated from your love. Draw us back to life.

Reflection—v. 1, Abraham, our ancestor according to the flesh…
Paul’s letter to the Christians in Rome contains the most detailed description of
his theology about how there is space in the church for both Jewish and Gentile
Christians. Jewish Christians, as their traditions prescribed, found following Jewish
law to be of the upmost importance. Newly converted Gentile Christians found
this aspect of belief in Christ to be non-essential. For the Christian community, it
was a highly-polarized time. Each group looked to the other and spitefully thought
to themselves that only they were practicing Christianity as it should be practiced.
In his letter, Paul calls upon the example of Abraham, the facilitator of God’s law
to the Jewish people, to remind everyone that at one time even he did not have
the law, but was called upon by God for his faithfulness. In our own polarizing
times, when it is easy to judge others—for who they voted for, where they are
from, whether or not they work or can afford insurance, or whether or not they
are practicing Christianity by our own set of standards—let us instead be called
together. After all, in our humanity we truly do have something in common.
Prayer God of our ancestors, gather us together that we may find common ground in
the humanness of one another, and treat one another accordingly.
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Ash Wednesday, March 1st

Easter Sunday, April 16th

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Acts 10: 34-43

Reflection— v. 4, your Father who sees
It is helpful to examine more closely the broad label Jesus gives to the practices of
alms-giving, prayer, and fasting. Some English translations render it ‘piety’ or ‘religion.’
Naturally, we might read this and conclude that alms, prayer, and fasting are pious,
religious practices. But the word Jesus actually uses in Greek is ‘righteousness’ or ‘justice.’ In Jesus’ view, alms, prayer, and fasting are practices of justice. Secondly, Jesus is
situating these practices of justice in the context of competing value systems. He does
this by asking whose honor do we seek when we show mercy, pray, or fast. Do we
practice justice ‘before others in order to be seen by them’ or before ‘your Father who
sees in secret’? The difference is which set of eyes give us our sense of worth and validation, our core sense of identity. Do we derive our sense of meaning and importance
based upon how closely we hew to the norms and standards of our culture or the
teachings of Jesus? Jesus set out for us the radical, revolutionary vision of God—how
God sees our world: ‘Blessed are the poor… blessed are those who hunger and thirst…
blessed are the meek.’ This is not the vision of the world around us, not in Jesus’ day
and not now. Can we find the courage to live from our heart and find our worth in the
eyes of the God who loves us all and blesses the poor?
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Prayer Holy God, may you look on us with mercy, that we may be filled with life.

Wednesday, March 15th
Romans 4:1-5, 13-17

Reflection—v.5, such faith is reckoned as righteousness
Paul loves talking about faith and righteousness: good Christian words that are used
just often enough to have a vague ambiguity about what they mean for us. For even
if we know that living faithfully and righteously is essential, Paul gives little constructive advice on how to do this in the real world. In the real world, we encounter many
reasons to lose faith, as well as several factors that make it difficult to live righteously. When I think of the resources of showers, meals, and shelter lost to my brothers
and sisters as ministries in our area close, I can start to lose faith that God will come
through for our community. When I think of the power that the swipe of a pen can
have in affecting the lives of countless people seeking refuge, education, or reuniting
with family in our country, I can lose faith in the power of God to inspire change. But
I do not believe that living faithfully or righteously is about never losing hope or not
feeling overwhelmed by the state of affairs. I believe the faithfulness we are called to
is the kind that, in the face of injustice and even hopelessness, stirs us to show up anyway because we believe that our God is a God of love and justice. Show up, even when
it seems that hope is lost, and in doing so, practice faithfulness and righteousness.
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Prayer Holy Spirit, stir our hearts that even in the most difficult of times we may have
the strength and courage to ‘show up’ for your people and for justice.

Reflection—v. 36, You know the message [God] sent to the people
of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ
Peace. That is what Jesus preached. That is the heart of the good news. Peace. When
I was a student, I took the call to peace very literally. Pursuing peace meant an end to
war, violence in the streets, and systematic oppression. It was something that I could
see and that I could throw all of my energy into chasing and demanding—and I had a
lot of energy. When I would go to rallies, I would see bumper stickers and t-shirts that
mused about the importance of inner peace. I dismissed the wisdom. Inner peace is
for the privilleged. Who has time for that nonsense? I have come to see the error of
my ways. Though still pretty spry, I’ve slowed down a bit. When someone is not well
with herself (sometimes that person is me), I can feel the vibration of fear or anger. I
can see the holes and unintended implications in their plan. The ceasation of violence
will come when our strong hearts align with our minds, allowing us to approach others without reactivity and with tenderness and a willingness to understand another’s
journey. This is what Jesus modeled for us in going to the cross. And the hope that he
gives us in his resurrection. New life is indeed possible.

Prayer Beloved, help us pursue peace that we might enjoy your new world today.
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Thursday, April 6th
John 11:1-45

Reflection—v. 35, Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, ‘See how
much he loved him!’ But some of them said, ‘He healed the eyes
of the man born blind. Couldn’t he have kept Lazarus from dying?’
Pretend that the last person that you talked to (take a moment, who was it?) just told
you that he or she is pregnant. What would your reaction be? Surprise? Over-the-top
squealing with joy? Profanity? Anger? Sadness? With a host of questions? Laughter?
Blame? A fix? Though there are so many options, frequently we find ourselves reactive, defaulting to one response, blind to the other possibilities. Our responses are
colored by the things we have going on, what we expect from someone, and even
the tone of the questioner (they might expect a particular response from you). Our
answer might change given the hour or the day. In this passage we see two different
responses to people reacting to the same experience. One group responds with empathy—noticing the feelings involved and honoring them as such. The second group
responds with a fix—which comes out as criticism and blame. Notice the distance between this second group that jumps to trouble-shooting and Jesus. Connection to one
another in the midst of a bad situation requires vulnerability, the sharing of feelings,
and the ability to sit with discomfort. It takes more time but does draw us together.
Prayer Compassionate God, help us to approach one another with tenderness.

44

Easter Sunday
Lectionary Readings

Thursday, March 2nd
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Reflection—v. 2, whenever you give alms
Jeremiah 31:1-6
Psalm 118:1-2,
14-24
Acts 10: 34-43
John 20:1-18

Now, let’s see what it really means to ground our sense of self in the revolutionary
values of Jesus. Traditionally, ‘alms’ is providing material assistance to persons in
need. However, the Greek word that Jesus uses and our own English word are both
derived from the word ‘mercy.’ For Matthew, mercy is a central concept that sets
apart Jesus’ way of relating to others, particularly in situations of need, from other teachers of the Law, like the ever-present scribes and Pharisees (cf. 9.13, 12.7).
Mercy does not ‘blow a trumpet’ to get the attention of others so that we might get
human accolades or be thought of as saintly—all at the expense of the dignity of
another person. This kind of alms-giving is nothing more than a transaction where
someone’s need is traded in for our personal aggrandizement. Nothing could be farther from justice. But real mercy looks to put the dignity of others first and refuses
to humiliate others, especially those who have already had their fill of humiliation.
The merciful enter into mutual relationships rather than engage in transactions.
They value others as God would, sharing generously. In turn, the one who ‘sees in
secret’ rewards them with overflowing mercy (5.45, 5.7).
Prayer God, you call us to mercy, for you are merciful to all and in your mercy is life.
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Wednesday, April 5th

Thursday, March 16th

Ezekiel 37:1-14

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17

Prayer Triune God, relationship is the sweetness of life. Help us to relate and love.

Prayer God of truth and light, help us to see and acknowledge your truth, even and
especially when we would rather ignore it.

Reflection—v. 11, these bones are the entire house of Israel
Dry bones, death, this lack of living is not just an individual problem, it’s the struggle of
a people, all of society. The essence of being a people is seeing one another as equally
spirit-filled—that God is infused in each and every one of us—and as kindred—somehow bound to one another, whether by culture, belief, blood, proximity, or interest.
The meat of coming together as society is relationship. In our increasingly global
world, our work is to find kindredness in our fellow humans, if for no other reason
than someone else is human. Being human carries value, nothing has to be done to
earn that value. We are intrinsically valuable, beloved. Being diverse, we will not all
see things the same way, but that doesn’t have to break relationship. The discomfort of disagreeing frequently leads to push-back, to blame. But blame for what went
wrong turns discomfort into an issue, something to fix, and corrodes relationship. To
nurture relationship we have to find connection, to nurture empathy. Nurturing relationship requires openness, forgiveness, and vulnerability. When something doesn’t
go our way, we name what we experienced and how we feel—which requires vulnerability—instead of pointing fingers and blowing up. Our spirit-filled relationship will
enflesh the driest of bones.
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Reflection—v. 13, not…through the law.
One of the things Paul emphasizes in his letter to the Romans is that God is not hung
up about Christians maintaining the practices of Jewish law. While the law is not inherently bad, he admonishes Christians to be more concerned with faith in God than
keeping the law. However, it can be quite easy to ignore Paul’s cautions and get caught
up in a ‘right and wrong’ legalistic version of Christianity, even as we tell ourselves
that God’s justice works differently than the ways of this world. We would rather have
order and law than grace. Daily, we are forced to acknowledge that while some of us
have housing, others do not, while some of us have the advantage of an education,
others do not, while some of us live in comparatively safe and comfortable situations,
others do not, and while some of us have the obvious advantages that privilege affords, others do not. It could be easy to say we deserve things like comfort, safety,
housing, and refuge because we work hard, because we follow the rules, or because
we’re American, but the nagging and unavoidable truth is that things aren’t that simple. Instead of getting hung up on the law or what we think we’re owed, let us practice
grace.
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Friday, March 3rd

Saturday of Holy Week, April 15th

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Luke 24: 1-12

Reflection—v. 6, pray to your Father who is in secret
‘Hypocrite’—a word for which most of us could supply a ready definition and perhaps
even a few good examples—was a common word for an actor, especially one who
wore a mask. Jesus seems to be saying that our attempts to find our self-worth based
upon the values of the world or in the opinions of others leaves us as masked actors,
playing out a part for others to see. But playing the part for others does not reveal the
deeper truth of who we are at heart. Are we comfortable—and perhaps comforted—
by just going through the motions of prayer, assured that our practices affirm for others and for ourselves that we are on the right side of righteousness? Jesus invites us
into a secret place of prayer where we can discover our own secret heart—our ‘infinite
desires,’ as Saint Therese says—in the eyes of the one who truly sees us. Whether in
public or private, in a small group or large assembly, or maybe just on a silent walk
alone, this is what prayer is really about. In this secret place, our true and inestimable
worth is discovered again and again in the reality that we are beloved by God. No playacting is needed, for ourselves or others. Having gained our heart in secret, we can
now live out God’s justice in relationship to others—our neighbors and our enemies,
those ‘who have trespassed against us’ and ‘those we have trespassed against’ (6.12).
Such prayer is an indispensable practice of justice.
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Whenever a particular friend and I hang out, we always laugh a lot, like a whole lot—
everything we see is funny and warrants a joke. As I thought back through one such
evening where my ribs were sore from all of our laughing, I realized that while it was
pleasurable, I had not always been thoughtful as I made jokes. Later when I shared
my observations with my friend, he scoffed. In his eyes, this is who I am—funny, and
sometimes a bit salty—but ultimately good-hearted, so I need not worry too much
when I’m accidentally thoughtless. I appreciated his encouragement to accept who
I am, but I couldn’t help but disagree. I feel strongly that I want to be a person who
is always pursuing personal growth. As I understand God’s call to us, I want to grow
in my ability to be loving. Because I know who I am, and I trust in my belovedness
and goodness, I can let go of the need to defend my rough edges. I look forward to
the day when my humor is more quirky, wholesome, and less biting. For me, growth
provides the opportunity for an even better expression of my true self. I can let go of
bits of me, knowing that someone just as funny and even sweeter can be cultivated
with God’s help.
Prayer Holy God, help me never to hold on to my sin but to release it permanently.
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Prayer God of the secret place, you bid me come, and to find with you my secret heart.

Friday, March 17th

Tuesday, April 4th

Genesis 12:1-4a

Ezekiel 37:1-14

Reflection—v. 2, …you will be a blessing
Sometimes we forget what all Abraham’s call entails. We get so caught up in what it
means that Abraham is chosen, special, and called that we can forget what exactly
Abraham is called to do. God tells Abraham that God is choosing him to ‘be a blessing’ so that ‘in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’ If we are to think of
our own call as Christians in this way, then we must accept the work that goes into
being a blessing to others. We cannot ignore those seeking refuge in our country.
We cannot ignore those living on the streets without access to showers, shelter, and
healthcare. We cannot villainize and disassociate from those who may have voted differently from us. The work of being a blessing is a daunting task to anyone who may
rather turn inward and put themselves first in the difficult times ahead, but that is not
what our call entails. When God called Abraham to be a blessing, things did not suddenly get easy for him. It was a difficult journey, one in which he fell short, doubted,
and messed up. Like Abraham, we are not called to be perfect, but in our beloved
choseness we are called to the difficult work of being a blessing.

Prayer Everlasting God, guide us that we may be a blessing to all others, and
instruct our hearts that we may do so in gracious and accepting love.
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Reflection—v.11, dead to sin

Reflection—v. 7-8, the bones came together, bone by bone... suddenly there were sinews on them... flesh appeared... covered over
with skin. But there was still no breath in them
Bones may have flesh, but that does not mean that they are living. Consider for
a moment, zombies. Yes, I know that they are fictional, but they are not without
literary symbolism—they are the walking dead, going through all the motions of
human life, but without the life part. We can get this way, becoming rigid or set
in our ways, forgetting the things that motivate and inspire us. Morever, just like
these mindless monsters we too can become numb and prone to violence and
war, hoping only to satisfy our hungers and cravings, and eager to spread our
affliction to others. Like zombies, just because we are enfleshed does not mean
that we are living. To really live requires breath, requires spirit. There is a spark
that enlivens a purpose and which decisively engages us. The Spirit helps us to
live fully—full of feeling, full of surprise, full of inspiration, full of hope, and full
of love.
Prayer God of light and life, give these old bones purpose, motivation, and
inspiration. Stir our spirits that we may be messengers and teachers of life.
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Holy Saturday
Lectionary Readings

Saturday, March 4th
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

Reflection—v. 17, when you fast...
Exodus 14:10-31;
15:20-21
Psalm 143:1-12
Romans 6:3-11

Matthew 28:1-10
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Prayer God, in our fasting, we join with all who suffer and with Jesus who died for us.

Monday, April 3rd

Saturday, March 18th

Ezekiel 37:1-14

Psalm 121

Prayer Spirit, you are truly the center of our existence. Help open us to the possibility
of experiencing all that you offer—soften our resistance and grow in us a humble
heart that we might let go and live in you.

Prayer God, you stay up while we sleep. You never slumber. May we do a better job
of caring for one another, even as you so lovingly care for us all.

Reflection—v. 5, I am about to put breath in you, and you will live
In Hebrew, the word ‘ruach’ is translated into English a few different ways, most
frequently as ‘breath’ or ‘spirit.’ In this ancient understanding, both spirit and breath
are one and the same. And ruach turns death into life. I love how physical our faith
is—that in touching water I can remember that I am beloved, in eating bread that I
can remember Jesus’ saving grace, and in breathing that I can remember God’s life
giving spirit within me always. Every breath we take can be a reminder of the way
that God infuses us with life. We don’t truly live without spirit. And really, I think that’s
an important part of this passage—life does not come to us because of what we have
done. It’s not something to be won or forced in one direction or another. Life is
something that is given, placed within us, which we can then experience. When I slow
down enough to notice each breath, I savor the sweetness of living. In that way, life
is not about what we make of it, but to feel all the feels, survey the possibilities, act
with intentionality, be curious, honor the experience of others, dwell with love, and
to know God.
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What is fasting, and how is it a practice of justice? Throughout history, people have
fasted in the face of calamity and injustice. Why? Because fasting is essentially an act
of protest, taking a case of injustice or tragedy to the highest possible court of appeals: God. Through fasting we are voluntarily taking on ourselves the suffering of our
community by denying ourselves both comfort, such as good dress, and that which is
essential to a thriving life, such as food. It is a way of saying we choose to stand in solidarity with those who are suffering, calling on the God of justice and mercy to stand
with us and to save us. Fasting is a powerful practice of justice. But not if it is co-opted
by the powers-that-be so that it becomes no more than a pious ritual by which we
show we are culturally acceptable—that we are among the good and the noble, patting ourselves on the back for our righteousness. As Christians, fasting means not only
are we entering into the suffering of our sisters and brothers to stand with them in
the demand for justice, but that we are also entering into the sufferings of Christ with
and for us. The life and death of Christ is the ultimate act of solidarity with those who
suffer and are victimized by injustice—the ultimate act of protest against a culture of
death and the values of domination. By the resurrection, God demonstrates our cries
have been heard and answered with vindicating justice.

6

Reflection—v.3, He who keeps you will not slumber.
When reading this psalm, I cannot help but to think of the harsh conditions of the
outdoors. Have you ever sat out in the sun too long without shade or enough sunblock, knowing your skin is burning and your body temperature is rising? Have you
ever shivered as the wind whipped you and cold rain drops landed on your face,
knowing that soon you will be shivering and chilled to the bone? Such feelings can
capture the intensity of feeling unequipped, uncared for, and unsafe. Sometimes the
only relief comes when you rush indoors with a deep sigh, trusting that you are now
protected from the elements. However, many of us do not have the safety and comfort
of such places of relief. Whether it is because they are fleeing unsafe conditions in faroff countries, or living on the streets within our very own neighborhoods, many of
our brothers and sisters find it difficult to experience the relief of a safe night’s sleep
indoors. But, as Christians, let us acknowledge that we have a God who wants that for
us, and for all humans. Our God is one who would shield us from the harsh elements,
and keep us while we slumber. Let us participate in this, God’s work, that all may feel
such relief and protection.
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First Sunday of Lent
Lectionary Readings
Genesis 2:15-17,
3:1-7
Psalm 32

Romans 5:12-19
Matthew 4:1-11

Good Friday, April 14th
John 18:1-19:42

Reflection—v. 31, the Jewish leaders didn’t want the bodies to
remain on the cross on the Sabbath
I recently read a powerful book called The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead.
In this book, a runaway slave escapes a plantation in Georgia and makes her way to the
Free States. Each state that she passes through on her journey has different laws that
dictate how to control the black populations within them. North Carolinians, fearing
a slave uprising, abolished slavery, and the state bought up all the slaves, sold them
to neighboring states, and forbade black folks to set foot on their soil. To do so and
be caught (and they looked for folks every night) meant to be hung in the city square
and by morning moved to the road leading to town, ‘Freedom Trail.’ Turning people
into issues is a dangerous business. I cannot help but consider who we sacrifice as
an issue... What do we see as a threat to our power or comfort? What bodies do we
then remove from the public eye? I believe that we are a good people, with good
intentions. My hope is that we trust our goodness enough to have the courage to see
when our intentions miss the mark. My hope is that with God’s help, we will see one
another’s humanity and honor one another’s value.
Prayer Crucified One, help us to see that which we try hard to hide.
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Third Sunday of Lent
Lectionary Readings

Sunday, April 2nd
Ezekiel 37:1-14

Reflection—v. 3, can these bones live again?
Exodus 17:1-7
Psalm 95

Romans 5:1-11
John 4:5-42
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The thing about bones is that they are so final—they are all that is left when life is
exhausted. Can these bones live again? The obvious answer is ‘no.’ But somehow
that feels so unsatisfying and like the wrong answer, if for no other reason than that
the question was raised. But let us rest in the truth and finality of death for just a
moment. Can we allow ourselves to feel the definitiveness of dry bones, of death? I
look around sometimes and feel the hopelessness of death, the ways in which love
is killed or overlooked. Each article I read on my news feed feels like another bone
in the valley—violent shootings, war-ravaged countries, people fleeing in mass from
their homeland, name-calling and shouting matches, and further destruction of the
environment. Looking around my own community, I see more dry bones—cold bodies,
mental illness, hungry bellies, hearts broken, rage rising, relationships forgotten,
backdoor deals, and poor communication. Each bone sucked dry by the fear, anxiety,
loneliness, despair that accompany the circumstances described. The way out doesn’t
seem clear and the resources scant. Can the bones live again? Can we live again? I
suppose there is wisdom in Ezekiel’s answer, ‘Lord God, only you know.’

Prayer God of all life, may we believe in your unconditional love and the impossible life that your love brings about.
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Good Friday
Lectionary Readings

Sunday, March 5th
Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7

Reflection—v. 4, the snake said to the woman, ‘You won’t die’
Isaiah 52:13-53:12
Psalm 22

Hebrews 10:16-25
John 18:1-19:42
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Wait, what? Did the snake—the most intelligent of all the wild animals, according to
verse one—just call God a liar? God said, ‘Don’t do this or you will die.’ The snake
said, ‘You won’t die.’ And the woman and the man did not die... so... that’s awkward.
Either God lied to us, or God doesn’t know everything. OR maybe we have a limited
view of what it means to die. The snake is indeed smart, but I can’t help to think that
the woman, and we, have been the victim of a gifted manipulator. There are some
who will come up with new words, trying to redirect a conversation with their nuance.
And there are others who will change the conversation by redefining the words in
play—the snake is the latter of these. ‘You won’t die,’ he says. There is an inference
that eating the apple from the knowledge of good and evil will not kill humankind—
they will continue to live and breathe. But perhaps this is not the implication of these
words. Theologically, we believe that Jesus came to give abundant, full life to the
whole world—to offer healing and mercy. Knowledge itself does not kill, but it does
give us options. So often we do not make decisions that nurture love, humility, patience, kindness, and peace. Seeking other things, like notoriety, money, momentary
pleasure, and indulgence slowly bring us toward death—separating us from God. God
doesn’t lie, but we do rationalize ourselves away from the life and truth God offers.
Prayer Holy God, help us to trust in your truth.

Fifth Sunday of Lent
Lectionary Readings

8

Sunday, March 19th
Exodus 17:1-7

Reflection—v. 1, ...journeyed by stages, as the Lord commanded
Ezekiel 37:1-14
Psalm 130

Romans 8:6-11
John 11:1-45

The now liberated people of God ‘journey by stages’ through the wilderness en route
to the land of promise. The piecemeal nature of their journey—of any undertaking,
really—provides a resonant metaphor for us as we make our way through Lent. As we
say at Mercy, so often in fact that it has become one of our community in-words, God’s
work with us is a ‘process,’ unfolding more slowly and with more challenges than we
would like. It is our way of reminding ourselves to be patient at what Teihard de Chardin called the ‘slow work of God.’ We often lament it and wonder why it is so, but are
we really so obsessed with ‘getting there’ and with fast-everything, that we cannot see
that every moment is precious and that even the difficult times yield fruit we might
not otherwise discover? Slowing down to take the world around us in is part of the
discipline of Lent. And it’s not just for a season, either. Lent is a way of developing the
practices that enliven the whole of our discipleship lives. The practice of mercy in relationship to the real needs of our sisters and brothers slows us down. Prayer and fasting
slow us down. As we take the journey ‘in stages,’ trusting that this is indeed ‘as the
Lord commanded,’ we discover God is leading us together toward promise and hope.
Prayer Saving God, help us to slow down, and trust your work in us and in the world.

39

24

Monday, March 6th

Maundy Thursday, April 13th

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7

John 13:1-17, 31b-35

Prayer God of reconciliation, help us to see when we manipulate perceived intentions to coincide with our assumptions. Gather us together as your diverse people.

Prayer Guide our feet, holy God, that we may be moved to show your care to all.

Reflection—v. 4, the snake said to the woman, ‘You won’t die’
I feel conflicted about the character of the snake in this story. I set out to write this reflection about how brokenness was already in the garden before the apple was eaten,
that the snake was manipulative. But really, what does the snake stand to benefit
from the humans eating from the tree? Generally, manipulation is accompanied by
one’s self interest. The snake doesn’t gain anything in this senario. Right now, I’m not
convinced that the snake tried to trick Eve. He literally told her, if you eat that apple,
you will see clearly and know the difference between good and evil. That is indeed
what happened... Perhaps what paints the snake as sinister, is our own aversion to
snakes (as is asserted later in the chapter—people, generally, don’t like snakes). We
might have to come face to face with our snake-ist tendencies. We don’t like snakes,
we don’t trust snakes—we expect the worst, and see the worst in snakes. When my
dog was bitten by a brown recluse spider, I assumed a snake had done the damage. I
spent a week killing all the harmless garden snakes in my yard that served to control
other pests. If we project ill-will on snakes, which have no premeditated reactions,
how much more might we project ill intentions on people to whom we have an aversion or perceived differences?

9

This past spring, I had the great privilege to walk across Northern Spain along the
ancient pilgrimage trail known as the Camino de Santiago. Each day I rose before the
sun and walked an average of fifteen miles a day. There wasn’t a body on the path
that didn’t take a beating, our feet receiving the worst of it. We stayed in hostels
each night—the root of the word originating in the word hospital, the trail’s original
shelters where weary travelers were welcome to stay to rest and heal. About midway
through, I stopped at a hostel wherein the host (the Spanish word shows the association between hospital, hospitality, the the person who offers hospitality) took to heart
the historical significance of her position and establishment. She welcomed pilgrims
into her office where she inspected their feet, cared for their blisters and ailments,
and dispensed materials and advice for continuing to care for them going forward—all
free of charge. It was a humbling moment to have her face inches from my foot, popping blisters, and cleaning the wounds. Her care was invaluable. This week, a group
of nine women gathered at Mercy and graciously cared for the feet of our weary walkers—many members walk 15 miles daily in the city to meet their needs. The Harriet
Tubman Foot Clinic is that beacon of hospitality, liberation, and compassion in our city.
We are honored to be partnered with them and washing feet weekly at Mercy.

Monday, March 20th

Saturday, April 1st

Exodus 17:1-7

John 9:1-41

Reflection—v. 2, Why do you test the Lord?
The struggle against sin is an important Lenten theme. All of us struggle against
the tendency to resist the attractions of life. To talk seriously of sin is to wrestle
with the reality of temptation. In Exodus, the people experience temptation as
‘tempting’ God. Said in a way that might make more sense for us, the people
put God to the test. This temptation arises from the intersection of two realities:
one, the awareness of a genuine need, and two, a question of God’s presence.
The community is without access to water in the wilderness. This is an authentic
need, and despite the pointed edge of the accusation against Moses and God, the
crisis is real for a struggling community on the run. But the crux of the temptation
is not the legitimacy of their need but a refusal to trust that God is present with
them and will not abandon them. The people ask, ‘Is God with us or not?’ Rather
than accept God’s trustworthiness and power to care as proved by God’s actions
in their liberation and on their journey to this point, they reduce the relationship
to a series of transactions, where God is judged based on each new circumstance.
They are testing God, not trusting God.
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Reflection—v. 5, wash the disciples’ feet and wipe them

Prayer Lord, help us to trust that you are always with us, closer still in suffering.
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Reflection—v. 5, spat... spread mud on his eyes... saying to him,
‘go wash’
Speaking of fixing things... helping people is so good! We are created to help one
another. But so often we over do it. We forget what helping looks like—it is messy,
grimy, raw, complicated, and personal. We also can’t do everything for others. The
person who needs help has to participate as well. In her book, The New Codependency
(I highly recommend it), Melody Beattie says, ‘codependency is normal behavior, plus.
There are times we do too much, care too much, feel too little, or overly engage. We
forget where the other person’s responsibilities begin and our responsibilities stop.’
Too often, I have volunteered unsolicited advice or tried to coordinate for someone
all that I thought they needed, only for the advice to be ignored (leaving me bitter,
because I know about these things... how patronizing!) or the coordination falling incomplete (it wasn’t really wanted and their effort wasn’t wasted). Here, Jesus models
for us healthy helping and reminds us that those who we are trying to help have to
participate in the healing, in the fixing. Not to allow one another to have that agency
robs one of her potential, of her power.
Prayer Helping God, help me not to get caught up in how good it feels to help others.
May I be open to their empowerment.
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Maundy Thursday
Lectionary Readings
Exodus 12:1-14

Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19

1 Corinthians 11:23-26
John 13:1-17, 31b-35

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7

Reflection—v. 3, not the fruit of the tree in the middle of the
garden
One thing has become apparent to me, temptation has always been a part of the
human story. It is inevitable. I suspect anything that really tempts us feels quite
central to our story as well—it becomes a focus, constantly drawing our attention,
everything else surrounds it. When I decide that I shouldn’t do something, often
it is what draws my attention. I think about not doing that thing... until I do it. We
lose sight of all the other trees in the garden and focus on the one, until we eat
of its fruit. Now, truth be told, I value critical thinking and a skeptical eye, but so
often we make poor excuses and contort ourselves mentally to convince ourselves
of something other than the truth. Instead of allowing our mind to cycle around
the thing that we want, the thing that begs our attention, can we take a wider
view? Can we see the range of options—to see the whole forest of fruit trees—
and perhaps even find liberation in the number of choices we have, instead of
focused on a comparatively smaller limitation?
Prayer Provider God, hep us broaden our view of your world, that we might not
become obsessed with the cant’s and wont’s in our lives, but that we may see all
the options that you place before us.
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Friday, March 31th

Tuesday, March 21st

John 9:1-41

Exodus 17:1-7

Reflection—v. 2, Rabbi, who sinned so that he was born blind,
this man or his parents?
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Tuesday, March 7th

10

Reflection—v. 3, the people thirsted... and complained

We are so quick to place blame. It’s a mechanism for discharge of discomfort and
pain, giving us a sense of control in bad situations. Blame is at the center of this
whole story—blame for how the man came to be blind, blame for how he was
healed, and blame for who was working on the Sabbath. According to Dr. Brené
Brown, a research professor, ‘blame is coercive to relationships and is a reason we
miss our opportunity for empathy. When trying to place blame while hearing a
story, we’re not listening and feeling but making connections about whose fault it
is.’ I’ve found this to be true in my own life—I can easily go into blaming and fixing
mode and lose sight of the humanity of my friend and empathize with their experience. In this passage, everyone is so busy trying to figure who did what wrong
that they end up pitting one against another and creating confusion and anxiety.
In this passage, how sad that they miss the chance to witness real transformation
and celebrate a turning point in a man’s life.

God hears our cries, especially the ‘cry of the poor.’ God heard the anguished cries of
slaves in Egypt. Now free and traversing a wilderness, the people again cry out for lack
of water. In their desperation, they go so far as to question their own liberation: did
God set us free just to kill us? But it’s too easy for us to point fingers at our ancestors.
Yes, God’s people are testing God instead of trusting, content with a mere transaction
rather than the gift of transformation. But they are still in the process of accepting
their identity as a people chosen and beloved by God. They’re not there yet, literally or
metaphorically. They are on the way. And so are we, if we are honest. Our view of God
is often just as transactional, and we are just as prone to bargain with God, becoming
angry and fearful when we perceive that our security and well-being are threatened.
The God who liberates us will never be a Pharaoh from whom we need deliverance.
Yet in the same way that God heard their cry in Egypt, God hears their cry in the wilderness—even when it takes the form of an angry accusation. God is always a loving
liberator: the same rod that broke the Sea in two now breaks open the rock to allow
gushing water to flow for the thirsty.

Prayer God of transformation, help us not to default to blame and fixing, but to
see you. May we seek connection with one another and with you above all else.

Prayer God of liberation, we cry out against you, as if you were Pharaoh. Thank you,
that in your mercy, you hear us still and quench our thirsty lives.
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Wednesday, March 8th

Spy Wednesday, April 12th

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7

John 13:21-32

Prayer Triune God, you are three in one, one in three—three distinct persons,

Prayer Jesus, at your table that welcomes all, have mercy on me, a sinner.

Wednesday, March 22nd

Thursday, March 30th

Psalm 95

Ephesians 5:8-14

Prayer God of life, I find my heart hard when I want it to be tender, closed when
I want it to be open. Soften my heart so it may open without fear to your grace.

Prayer God of Love, give me the courage and boldness to see what is going on around
me, and the compassion to offer mercy and love.

Reflection—v. 3, Don’t eat from it, and don’t touch it
Do you remember that movie—the name escapes me... the really inspiring one where
the person realized what they were incapable of doing? They saw their limits and
realized that they really couldn’t overcome them? Oh right. Me neither. That’s not
a story that we celebrate in our culture and it’s not the outcome of this story either.
Overcoming odds is what makes our hearts soar—and with reason! But I worry sometimes, that we have become a little reckless in our limit pushing. We don’t believe
others when they tell us no—whether it is about borrowing an object or the acceptability of touching another body. We push our own physicality to the limits, often to
the detriment of our health, whether it’s through our drinking or eating (or not eating)
or our training. Or in the case of Adam and Eve, boundaries were ignored and, as we
later discover, there were unforeseen consequences. Recently, when I was grocery
shopping, I noticed words written upon the piece of wood used to divide one customer’s purchases from the next in line. It said, ‘It’s okay. Boundaries are healthy.’ I
had to giggle—sometimes I feel sheepish when I use the divider between myself and
another customer. But boundaries are important, and not just for groceries. More on
that tomorrow...

11 indivisible. Thank you for your example of healthy relationship.

Reflection—v. 8, do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah...
The writer of Psalm 95 offers us a reflection on the events of Exodus 17 as the
psalm concludes. Perhaps, when taken as a whole, the psalm is a meditation on
what it is to be the people chosen by a saving and redeeming God, who is also its
shepherding king. Seen this way, these last lines remind us that chosen or not, despite having been saved and redeemed in an extraordinary manner—and indeed,
time and again—we can still harden our hearts to God’s present activity. Such
hardening prevents us from entering fully into the restful peace—as ‘sheep of his
pasture’—that God promises, that God wills for us. We might even say that this
restful peace, this hope of wholesome wholeness, is the very goal of God’s saving.
Yet we know that in fact we do harden our hearts. We do resist God’s saving activity in the present—even as we also long with our hearts for the wholeness only
God brings. Lent is as good a time as any to examine our hearts, searching for the
places where we have grown hard, for signs of our resistance to the attractions
of grace.
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Reflection

It is fitting on this Spy Wednesday, the day we recall Judas making a deal with the
powers-that-be in order to hand Jesus over to them, that his betrayal becomes clear at
a table. Betrayal is impossible without friendship, without the sense of shared kinship
that the image of the table symbolizes so richly. At the table, we share in common.
At the table, we serve one another—as the Gospel of John emphasizes when Jesus
washes the disciples’ feet. At the table, we laugh. And at the table, we weep together,
sharing our troubles with those we love. It is at the table, then, that betrayal can be
seen for the deep brokenness within human love that it is. We feel its pain, for we
know what is to be betrayed by those that we have loved, those we have trusted. And
yet Jesus does not condemn, even though he is no more above the pain of betrayal
than we. He still offers the bread of his table to his betrayer. The truth about us is
that we have all been betrayed—and all of us have betrayed others. In particular, our
institutions have betrayed the poor. At Jesus’ table, we find healing from the wounds
of betrayal, through the wounds of the one who was betrayed. Only in the self-giving
love of Jesus, who continues to give himself in the face of betrayal, who welcomes all,
can we all find healing, forgiveness, and life.
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Reflection—v. 14, Wake up, sleeper!
The writer of this passage is quoting Isaiah, pleading with God’s people to see the
injustice around us, to see where people are being oppressed, and to act mercifully
toward the vulnerable. It is a call to see what is going on, to bring one’s attention to
it, and to act in love accordingly. To be awakened, someone or something brings about
the change in mental state from asleep to aware. To wake, one changes their own
mental state. To be woke, the person is past the process of waking—they are finished
with it. Today, being woke means to become informed and to stay alert of the implications. There’s a chance you’ve seen it, #woke or #staywoke. It’s a term that originated
in the African-American community as early as 2008, but gained popularity in 2012
after the shooting of Trayvon Martin and has continued to gain traction. It has its roots
in the Black Lives Matter Movement. To some, it might seem an interesting choice in
grammar. I really appreciate the nuance. To be woke requires attention, awareness—
one cannot be passive as if asleep. To be woke requires intentionality, nobody can
make you woke. You have to be willing to see. I have to be willing to see. It means
that learning cannot be undone and that a blind eye will not be turned.
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Spy Wednesday
Lectionary Readings

Thursday, March 9th
Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7

Reflection—v. 3, Don’t eat from it, and don’t touch it
Isaiah 50:4-9a
Psalm 70

Hebrews 12:1-3
John 13:21-32

Prayer God of all the peoples, help me create space in my life to appreciate the
diversity of life that you offer.
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Wednesday, March 29th

Thursday, March 23rd

Ephesians 5:8-14

Psalm 95

Prayer Patient Lord of Light, may I trust that all that is revealed may be used to draw
your people closer to you.

Prayer O God, today you are speaking, and I am listening.

Reflection—v. 14, Everything that is revealed by the light is light
One of the greatest gifts that prayer and mindfulness practices have given me is the
ability to cultivate my ability to witness with love. To witness, in this respect, is to
take in information without reacting to it. It is the practice of noticing and observing
without having to make a judgement or put the label of ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’ upon it. A
low test score isn’t bad, it reveals that I have things left to learn. Falling out of a yoga
pose isn’t embarrassing, it means that I’m off balance or have strength yet to develop.
A poll that reveals an opinion different than my own isn’t wrong, it means people have
different experiences of the same situation. In fact, most of what we see and would
interpret as negative could in fact be seen as helpful information for making a decision. It can reveal that of which I am not yet aware. Outside of the movies, I have never met anyone who was not doing the best that they could given their circumstances.
Nobody sees themselves as the bad guy. Most people involved in unhealthy behavior
don’t see that behavior as unhealthy, but have self-justified reasons for their actions.
More information, more perspective, more revelation may be more complicated, but
it is ultimately good. May we see the experiences of others as light on the way to love.
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‘You aren’t to be friends with folks—not with other interns, not with me, not with our
community members.’ That’s what I tell my interns. I know, it sounds harsh. It’s not
a popular sentiment, especially coming from a supervisor whose job is to love people
and facilitate community. Truth be told, I was super resistant to the directive when it
was given to me at my first job. However, I’ve found the boundary to be really liberating and has offered me a lot of sanity. Boundaries are really hard for many of us to
engage—maybe even most difficult for those of us who find much of our identity in
helping others or who are passionate about our work. But not having boundaries is
exhausting. Boundaries help us to remember where one person’s responsibility begins
and where our responsibility ends. Having boundaries between work and personal
time (and relationships) allows us to develop a fuller sense of self—practice engaging other topics of discussion, develop diverse relationships, gain a wider perspective
(talking to my engineering, journalist, public health, and programmer friends always
brings about a different view of the world), and explore new hobbies. This Lent, let us
consider both how we will engage others and how we will allow them to engage us in
such a way that we both might be healthier.
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Reflection—v. 7b, Oh, that today you would listen to his voice
While the concluding lines of this psalm may seem harsh, they are only a warning.
And because they are a warning, they are literally beside the point. Put another
way, the extended description of the hardened heart serves the ultimate purpose
of underscoring the psalmist’s main point: we are able to, and we should, listen
to God’s voice speaking to us. Don’t conjure up some image of Charlton Heston
jerking his head heaven-ward as the booming baritone of God calls to him from
somewhere offscreen. Sorry to disappoint, but that isn’t actually how God speaks
to us! The truth is, God is speaking to us all the time, even—and some would say,
especially—in silence. God speaks in creation, through circumstance, by our conscience, and with the wisdom of others. The difficulty, more often than not, is that
we fail to listen. Lent is about practicing the turning of our hearts and lives toward
the God of love and life. The disciplines we re-discovered Ash Wednesday—almsgiving, prayer, and fasting—all function as means by which we can re-discover our
hearts. They are practices of renewed listening. In this moment, accept that God
is really speaking, and your heart is big enough to listen.
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Friday, March 10th

Tuesday of Holy Week, April 11th

Reflection—v. 3, Don’t eat from it, and don’t touch it

Matthew 26:1-30

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7

If boundaries are primarily about how folks engage one another—what we allow or
don’t allow—limits are about our own awareness about that of which one is personally capable. Limits are about what we can do or can’t do emotionally. If I can’t touch
my toes, I shouldn’t force my physical limit lest I risk pulling something. If I’m at my
emotional limit, I shouldn’t continue having a difficult conversation, lest I yell and stop
real communication. This doesn’t mean that I take a break from the conversation
forever, but rather until I regain control of my reaction to my emotions. Being aware
of my limits is a way that I have the humility and vulnerability to admit what I cannot
do—and to continue to pursue personal growth toward love. Limits are not meant to
be an excuse for poor behavior, something to which I point and make excuses for how
I’ve hurt others, but rather a marker of where I am today. In noticing my limits, perhaps I can celebrate where I have grown and it gives me an idea of the work I have yet
to do. Our limits are not always static, if I wake up tired and grumpy (which never really happen, by the way...) my emotional limit will look different than a day when I am
feeling well rested and energized. During Lent we do the important work of surveying
ourselves and being honest about our strengths and limits.
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In Lent we are invited to join of our lives with the larger narrative of our faith. Sometimes in the middle of the story, it’s good to take stock. While a lot is happening in
Jesus’ life this last week, our focus is on two meals and two very different responses to
Jesus. At the first, a woman anoints Jesus with expensive perfume. She is challenged,
even harassed, for her action, but she sees in Jesus the suffering of one particular
poor person. She shows him mercy in a lavish, direct, personal way. At the second
meal, commonly called the Last Supper, Jesus reveals he will be betrayed by one of his
closest friends. At these two meals, the contrast between mercy and betrayal, both of
which are deeply personal acts, could not be more clear. How are we responding to Jesus, especially as he comes in the poor and most vulnerable in our midst? Do the poor
even have access to our tables? We are called to live in ways that embody personal,
direct encounters of mercy. Yet we often choose betrayal, a harsh word perhaps, but
nonetheless a true description of the ways we prove faithless in relationships, especially with the most vulnerable. No, these are not easy meditations to make in this
holiest of weeks, but the love of God shows us in the life of Jesus begs us to take seriously our own stories. Let us incline our hearts toward mercy.

Prayer Healing God, help me to clearly see myself without judgement, that it might
help me to take a step back when necessary and to keep growing toward you.

Prayer God of mercy, draw our hearts toward you, especially in the vulnerable.

Friday, March 24th

Tuesday, March 28th

John 4:6-42

Reflection—v. 8, if you knew... who it is who is speaking with you
One of the murals at the heart of our worship and serving space at Mercy is an image
of the conversation between Jesus and the woman at the well. This thoughtful, intelligent woman is like so many of us so much of the time: Jesus is speaking with her, but
she doesn’t really know who he is—nor does she fully appreciate that the gift of God
is present in the other person she is encountering. In a sense, just as in Psalm 95, her
heart has been hardened. In the things that cause her to resist the very truth that is
also clearly drawing her, we might see how our own hearts and communities resist
grace. She says, ‘How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?’ In
one sentence, we see that issues of race, gender, and religion are tightly woven into
this encounter. These issues, then and now, form very real barriers to seeing the gift
of God in our sisters and brothers. But the woman and Jesus transcend these barriers one by one with open, honest dialogue. Their cumulative weight is bearing down
upon her and Jesus—and upon us. They are felt in the power of communal shame that
has made the woman an outcast, even with her own group. Her encounter with Jesus
becomes a safe space where her truth can be told and heard, where the barriers that
block our hearts come crumbling down, replaced by openness and mutual respect.
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Reflection—v. 12, this good news... what she has done will be told

Prayer Jesus, meet us at the well and help us to recognize your grace in one another.
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Ephesians 5:8-14

Reflection—v. 11, don’t participate in the unfruitful actions of
darkness... It’s embarrassing to even talk about what certain persons do in secret.
Here, darkness is unequivocally tied to secrecy—not just about what we hold in
our hearts but our actions as well. It’s what we hide—that which compromises
our morals. Frequently we try and hide our dark deeds. Deals made behind closed
doors are usually done so at the expense of uninvited parties. Usually, those invited are perceived to have power or money—usually both. The encouragement of
this passage is away from obscurity and toward transparency. It is about exposing
what is not readily seen or understood. It names the shameful nature of covert
actions. More information and openness of communication might not benefit our
personal situation, but we should not avoid it. God is the light of the world, we
are called to live in that light and to share that light—in Christ we live with openness and integrity.
Prayer Light of this world, we turn to you this day that you help us live with transparency. May we not take advantage of dark corners to further our self-interest,
but to turn toward your light with integrity.
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Monday of Holy Week, April 10th
Matthew 26:6-13

Reflection—v. 8, why this waste?
There are always those who want to sell something for a large sum and give the money
to the poor in a programatic way. It makes sense, I suppose. Surely, this must be a better, more efficient use of resources, the reasoning goes. But the truth is it also keeps
our hands from getting dirty with the dust of the feet of the poor—and conveniently,
it maintains the status quo just as it is, with a clear line between ‘generous’ benefactors and ‘grateful’ beneficiaries. Matthew places the anointing at Bethany just after
the parables of Matthew 25 where Jesus reminds us that how we respond to the poor
is equal to how we respond to Jesus himself. The anonymous woman with the jar of
perfume embodies the gospel—and it stands in stark contrast to a more sensible, efficient response to human need. She extravagantly anoints Jesus, one particular poor
man, showing him care as the days to his death draw closer. She isn’t distracted by the
‘poor’ as an abstraction, a ‘problem to be solved.’ She sees the poorest man in her
midst, and mercifully shares with him what she has for his need. Her sharing imparts
the dignity of genuine mercy, as the giver shares her gift in a way that the one who
receives is honored, having his head anointed like a king. In an instant, the status quo
is shattered. This is the difference between the gospel and so many well-intended efforts to alleviate human suffering. The difference, in a word, is mercy.
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Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7

Reflection—v.5, you will see clearly and you will be like God,
knowing good and evil
The debate continues. Did God lie? Did God want to keep us ignorant? I’m never
quite sure who comes off looking like the biggest jerk here—the sneaky snake, the
disobedient humans, or the cryptic god. Though, as we think about being the children
of God—can I really blame God for wanting to shield our innocence? In the Italian
movie, Life is Beautiful, a loving father goes to great lengths to shield his young son
from the realities of Nazi hatred, going so far as to turn the experience of living in a
concentration camp into that of a game. The father tried to protect his son from seeing the death that already surrounded him. How could anyone see such atrocities
without feeling their own heart break? Catherine of Sienna once said, ‘Every step to
heaven is heaven.’ I suspect the opposite could be true, ‘every step toward death is
death.’ When we do things to hurt one another, when we turn our backs to God, when
we see death around us, we experience death—all of its pain, all of its loneliness, all
of its destruction. I suspect that in knowing the difference between good and evil,
that humans were able to see the difference between love and pain. Knowing was as
good as death. Our work now, is to see and understand suffering, but to choose life,
to choose love.

Prayer Jesus, let me see you in one person today, discovering lavish mercy in poverty.

Prayer Author of life, may I not be blinded by pain but turn to the love you offer.

Monday, March 27th

Saturday, March 25th

Ephesians 5:8-14

Romans 5:1-11

Reflection—v. 9, Light produces fruit that consists of every sort of
goodness, justice, and truth
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Saturday, March 11th

14

Reflection—v. 8, while we still were sinners, Christ died for us

Light, in this passage a metaphor for knowledge and seeing clearly, is at the heart
of all things good, just, and true. That is not to say that any of these things are
necessarily easy or comfortable. In my experience, it’s quite the opposite—truth
and justice require facing hard realities that are often different than my longstanding perceptions. These days, it seems that transparency and information
are not always looked upon favorably—we live in echo chambers and reject evidence that doesn’t align with our personal experience. But we are reminded here
in Ephesians that light—that which helps us to see—brings about fruits of God’s
work. What is good is not always the information itself, it’s not talking about good
news, but the goodness is found in the potential result when we pay attention and
take seriously the knowledge that has been shared. Pursuing goodness, justice
and truth requires work and emotional growing pains. But what an opportunity—
to participate in that healing process, to stand with God, to spread goodness in
the world.

In Lent, we draw closer to the one who loves us without measure. Nearly four weeks
on, we marvel at the scandalous simplicity of the gospel: while ‘we still were sinners,
Christ died for us.’ In this, Paul says, God ‘proves his love for us.’ He reminds us that we
are not likely to give our lives, even for the ‘righteous’ or the ‘good.’ And yet Paul describes us as sinners, ‘ungodly,’ and ‘enemies’ of God. Make no mistake, there is a radical, transformative nonviolence at the heart of the gospel. In an age of terror and war,
where anxiety about our own security threatens to trump compassion and generosity
of spirit, we do well to call to mind the nonviolence of God toward us. Paul says the
gospel is itself the ‘power of God to save’ everyone who trusts its gracious promise—
revealing God’s own unbelievable justice (1:16-17). It is a justice where even though—
or perhaps, precisely because—‘all have sinned,’ ‘they are now justified by his grace
as a gift’ (3:23-24). In a word, God saves us by a kind of unilateral disarmament—from
God’s side. It would seem almost blasphemous were it not the source of all our praise,
as in the ancient words of the Easter vigil liturgy: ‘O happy fault that earned... so glorious a Redeemer!’ As we move toward the cross, holding dear the one who ‘died for
us’ and toward the joyful triumph of life over death, let us remember the nonviolent
grace of our God, who comes to us not with fists raised but with arms outstretched.

Prayer All-knowing God, use your light to open my eyes, and give me a strong heart.

Prayer Christ who died for us, give me a nonviolent heart toward my enemies.
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Second Sunday
Lectionary Readings

Palm Sunday, April 9th
Matthew 21:1-11

Reflection—v. 5, humble and mounted on a donkey
Genesis 12:1-4a
Psalm 121

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17
John 3:1-17

15

This Palm Sunday, we celebrate the Savior King, and we let our loud ‘hosannas’ ring
out with joy. But we know where the road that leads up to Jerusalem will take him. We
know that the cross is not far away now, that other loud shouts will soon rain down
upon him whom we praise today—calls to ‘crucify him’ and that ‘we have no king but
Cesar.’ And as much as we identify today with glad shouts of praise, we cannot deny
that we—in our sin and our selfishness—also betray, deny, abandon, and yes, nail him
to the cross, just as his contemporaries did. For this reason, we must never allow our
worship, even as we remember the ‘triumphal entry,’ to become triumphalist. It is
the one we crucified who has been raised from the dead. And this truth gives a new
beauty to our praise, for the victory of God is not the defeat of enemies but their reconciliation. The triumph of God is mercy. Our salvation is forgiveness. Knowing this, let
us praise him who comes ‘humble, and mounted on a donkey’ instead of a ‘warhorse.’
(21:5; cf. Zech. 9:9). If nonviolence was not at the heart of the gospel, then surely we
must know that none of us would be saved—for we have all made ourselves enemies
of love, of life, of God. In a climate where we are constantly being told to hate our enemies, to wipe them from the face of the earth, we must refuse hate. We must choose
love and the way of the cross as our most faithful praise, today and always.
Prayer Savior King, help us live the way of the cross, in love and mercy for all people.

Fourth Sunday
Lectionary Readings
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Sunday, March 26th
Ephesians 5:8-14

Reflection—v. 8, you were once darkness
1 Samuel 16:1-13
Psalm 23

Ephesians 5:8-14
John 9:1-41
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I always struggle with imagery of light and dark during Lent. Historically, the
metaphor has been conflated so that darkness—including skin color—represents
evil. Darkness is not equal to evil, but is used to describe a state in which it is difficult to see. To be darkness is not about being evil, but instead about embodying
what one is not able or willing to see about themselves, others, and our social
constructs. To be light is about the purposeful movement toward truth and love.
It’s about being honest with ourselves about the intentions and impact of our
actions. It’s about our willingness to receive information. It’s about our willingness to witness. There are times in our lives when we are not willing to see our
own hearts. There are other times when we are not willing to see circumstances
around us. Lent is a season of revelation, where we look into our own hearts and
see what lies there. It is a celebration of information—with the knowledge that
we might not like what we find. We must not dismiss the authenticity of information with which we disagree or disheartens us. The hard work of Lent is to prepare our hearts to receive that which we never thought possible.
Prayer I stand in the dark, God, not seeing clearly. Show me a different way.
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